who walked in the woods with Bill Hamilton usually found themselves flipping stones and prying under bark, to see who was home and what they were up to, in the world of dark cavities that has spawned more than its fair share of insect innovations (as Hamilton argued in a paper of 1978). On such outings, the talk would move in sudden but oddly seamless leaps, first to the contemplation of general theories; then to a recitation of the particular names and habits of startled arthropods that suddenly found themselves brightly lit and closely inspected by admiring humans; and then, once the stone or log was returned to its former position, back to theory. These conjunctions were not accidental. Hamilton's theories are now applied to a wide range of biological phenomena, from human social behavior to molecular cell biology and genetics, but they began as attempts to make sense of what he saw going on, first-hand, among wasps, mites and other creatures.
Hamilton's insights into host-parasite co-evolution led to deep concern about the potential public health risks of xenotransplantation, and thereby to an interest in the hypothesis that HIV-1 may have arisen from accidental contamination of early oral polio vaccines by SIV from chimpanzees used in vaccine development. He was troubled by the biomedical establishment's dismissal of the oral polio vaccine hypothesis, which seemed plausible to him and of considerable importance, given his more general belief that xenotransplants could pose serious long-term dangers. In January of this year, Hamilton and two young associates set out to test the prediction that chimpanzees from the population used in early polio vaccine testing might harbor strains of SIV closely related to the inferred ancestor of HIV-1. With help from local guides near Kisangani in the Congo, they collected feces from adults in several troops of Pan troglodytes (chimpanzees) and Pan paniscus (bonobos). From these samples, they hoped later to recover viral RNA for sequence analysis. During these travels, Hamilton contracted malaria and was rushed back to London. He subsequently developed severe complications, fell into a coma, and died on 7 March. The exact cause of death is still under investigation.
Bill Hamilton leaves three daughters and many other heartbroken family members and friends. He will be deeply missed by all who knew him, for his intellectual courage, his inventiveness and his personal warmth. The 'gene's-eye view' of adaptation that he did so much to develop will continue for a long time to inspire productive hypotheses about the forces and events that shape genomes and the rich diversity of cellular and organismal behaviors that they animate.
